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natus’ emphasis on Radegund’s asceticism is a distinguishing feature of his
portrayal of a female saint, and that Baudonivia’s preface to her Life of
Radegund is very different from prefaces to the Lives of female saints written by men (Gregory of Tours and Fortunatus). Kitchen’s book makes
some interesting observations about his chosen texts, and I doubt that
anyone will disagree with the view that sound methodology is important,
but ultimately Kitchen’s appraisal of contemporary gender studies is neither as balanced or as clear as he would have us believe.

Isabel Moreira
University of Utah

James Sharpe. The Bewitching of Anne Gunter: A Horrible and True Story
of Deception, Witchcraft, Murder, and the King of England. N e w Yo r k :
Routledge, 2000. 238 pp. + xvi. $26.00.
This learned and absorbing book offers a detailed narrative of one
remarkable and well-documented case of witchcraft. In 1604, Anne
Gunter fell ill, and eventually began to show classic symptoms of demonic
possession, such as going into fits and trances, and voiding pins from various orifices. She accused three women of bewitching her: a woman with
a long-standing reputation as a witch and her illegitimate daughter, and a
married woman who had a reputation for being difficult but who was also
the kinswoman of two men whom Anne’s father, Brian, had been accused
of killing in a fight following a football match several years earlier. Because
of family connections at Oxford, the case was widely discussed there, and
Oxford dons interviewed Anne, supported her father’s claim that she was
bewitched, and encouraged a trial. Charges against the three women
whom Anne accused were heard by assize judges in Abingdon in 1605;
but the judges acquitted the accused. In part because the case had become
so widely discussed, and in part because Anne’s father, Brian, was so
dogged, it didn’t end there. On a visit to Oxford, James I interviewed
Anne. Ultimately, he met with her a total of four times, and referred her
case to Archbishop Bancroft, and his chaplain, Samuel Harsnett, who is
now best known for his exposés of possession cases and exorcisms. Anne
was removed from her father’s house, and she lived in Bancroft’s residence
for some of the time that she was under surveillance. During this time she
was examined by Edward Jorden, a physician known to many students of
witchcraft in this period for the text he wrote attributing one Mary
Glover’s symptoms not to bewitchment but to hysteria or “fits of the
mother.” The appearance of both Harsnett and Jorden in the story bears
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out Sharpe’s contention that one of the fascinating things about this case
is how many minor players in early Jacobean culture pop up in it.
The story of Anne Gunter’s bewitchment reaches its climax when, as
a result of the king’s interest and Harsnett’s scrutiny, proceedings are
brought against Anne and Brian in the Court of Star Chamber for falsely
accusing the three women. As Sharpe reminds his readers, Star Chamber
was the “Privy Council acting in a judicial capacity” (191). It was not a
common law court, and so had no jury, and no judge; all of the councillors
rendered the verdict. Although it continued to be “routinely used to
pursue offenders in whom the Crown was especially interested” and, at
various moments, became notorious as a venue in which sovereigns from
Henry VII to Charles I disciplined their opponents, it focused largely on
suits between parties. The most severe punishment the Star Chamber
could impose was “mutilation, usually by cutting off ears or slitting noses”
(192); William Prynne is probably one of the better known victims of such
treatment. Most often, the Star Chamber imposed fines. Unfortunately,
we do not know what verdict the councillors reached regarding the
charges against Brian and Anne Gunter. But we do have a remarkable
record of the testimony they heard. The evidence of over sixty witnesses,
amounting to several hundred pages, makes this case, according to Sharpe,
“quite simply the best documented English witchcraft case.” This rich
cache of evidence clearly motivated Sharpe to undertake this book. By
describing one episode from its fairly well-documented start to its vanishing resolution, Sharpe leads the reader unfamiliar with the period or with
witchcraft from the particulars of one case to the larger picture. That larger
picture will not surprise those with any knowledge of research on witchcraft in early modern England; the book reads as a kind of appendix to
Sharpe’s Instruments of Darkness: Witchcraft in Early Modern England
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996). But specialists will take pleasure
in being able to follow one case in such minute detail.
Sharpe begins with “Anne’s story,” that is, the records of her interrogation before the Star Chamber, in which she claimed that her father had
used threats, beatings, and drugs to force her to counterfeit bewitchment.
As soon as Anne was removed from her father’s house, and, one presumes,
his influence and coercion, she began to confide—at first tentatively to
women caretakers—that she was pretending. After recounting Anne’s testimony about the means and motives of her deception, Sharpe then backs
up to help his readers understand relationships in the village of North
Moreton, old grievances, and some of the reasons why Brian Gunter
might have so used his daughter. In the course of the book, he then proceeds to explain the details of Anne’s bewitchment, how it fits into what
we know about beliefs regarding witchcraft and possession, Brian Gunter’s
mobilization of Oxford dons in support of his case that his daughter had
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been bewitched, the trial at the Abingdon assizes, how Anne came to the
attention of James I and what followed thereon, and, finally, the subsequent histories of many figures in this drama.
Sharpe, a veteran historian, is always careful to explain, within the
body of the text, what sources he has used and what difficulties he’s met
in his researches. He’s always wonderfully frank about deadends and missing evidence. Occasionally, he allows himself provocative gestures toward
what is unknowable but worth considering: “we can only imagine what it
must have been like for an accused witch to go back to her community and
attempt to reconstruct her life after such a trial” (169). This approach
makes the book a fascinating narrative not just of the case but of the
research process. For this reason, it would be very useful to students interested in how historical knowledge is constructed. Given his emphasis on
his own methods, I wonder why Sharpe did not allow himself to use the
first person in the passages in which he describes his frustrations and
breakthroughs. It would have enlivened the prose in those sections and
engaged the reader even more.
Anne Gunter’s story reveals many things: the tensions of village life,
and the ways these could underpin witchcraft prosecutions; what assizes
were and who staffed them and how they operated; how many cases ended
in acquittal, as the one initiated by Brian Gunter did (in the samples
Sharpe discusses, 18 of 87 and 16 of 69 people accused of witchcraft were
acquitted [119]); the fact that “in witchcraft cases, as with prosecution of
other serious crimes, it was the accuser who was expected to pay the costs
of prosecution, expressed in fees to the court’s clerical staff, and who was
by custom expected to help witnesses with their expenses” (71); the widespread interest a case of alleged witchcraft could generate long before telecommunication; the broad dissemination of curiosity about and belief in
the occult. Sharpe is especially eager to argue the uncontroversial point
that “attitudes toward witchcraft in early modern England were not
monolithic” (137). What he seems to mean by this is that witchcraft belief
changed over time, and varied from person to person, and that even a
given person might respond differently to different cases. “There was no
single view of witchcraft, no mindless intolerance. Some people were
rabidly against it, some were very sceptical, but most people’s thinking on
the subject was somewhere in between: unable to reject the notion of
witchcraft entirely, they were nonetheless ready to evaluate each supposed
instance of it on its own merits” (80). It’s hard to disagree with this.
When, towards the end of the book, Sharpe admonishes that “Our views
on witchcraft have been far too influenced by Arthur Miller’s version of
what happened at Salem” (208), I have to wonder who he includes in that
“our.” This moment suggests that some of the straw men he tilts against
in the book are erected by the desire to address both “general” readers and
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specialist ones. Perhaps some nonspecialist readers still harbor the illusions
he sternly critiques, but few specialists do. Focusing attention on defeating
these strawmen deflects it away from making more of the riveting material
assembled here.
Sharpe is particularly hampered in his attempt to explore the implications of the Gunter case by his dismissal of feminist arguments about the
role of gender in witchcraft beliefs and in witchcraft prosecutions. For
Sharpe, using gender as a category of analysis seems to mean denouncing
misogyny. Since he wants to do something subtler than that, he downplays
the importance of gender. But then he everywhere observes its operation
without being able to analyze it. Sharpe cites the familiar statistic that over
90 percent of the accused witches in the southeastern assizes in the late
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were women. While he recognizes the
significance of this, he immediately points out that “Few serious scholars,
even those writing from an avowedly feminist position, would attribute it
to straightforward woman-hating, although England around 1600 was a
patriarchal society in which religious, scientific and medical thinking all
took the moral, intellectual and physical inferiority of women for granted.
The key, however, seems to lie not in simple misogyny but rather in the
ways in which witchcraft was seen as something that operated in the female
sphere. Women had no inhibitions about accusing other women of being
witches, about witnessing against other women in witchcraft-trials at the
assizes, or about serving in the more or less official female juries that
searched women suspects for the witch’s mark” (67–68). As this passage
makes clear, Sharpe’s desire to move beyond “straightforward womanhating” or “simple misogyny” actually prevents him from assessing factors
he acknowledges as important: patriarchal institutions, the assumption of
female inferiority, gendered divisions of labor, and the complex reasons for
conflicts among women. To say that “it was not just any woman who was
likely to be accused of witchcraft” is not to say that gender did not matter,
but that gender intersected with social, economic, and marital status, age,
and reputation, in marking some women as more vulnerable than others.
Women’s participation in so marking out these women, which Sharpe
often here and elsewhere points to as proof that witchcraft wasn’t about
woman-hating, could be used to demonstrate that some relatively privileged women had an investment in protecting gender and class constructions that served their own interests.
Sharpe seems to assume that feminists see women as victims. So when
he wants to assign some agency to the various women in his story, he presents doing so as a kind of challenge to feminist intepretations. Yet I would
argue that his approach is, in fact, informed by recent developments in
feminism, whether he recognizes it or not. He claims of Agnes Pepwell,
one of the women accused of bewitching Anne Gunter, “There is no evi-
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dence that Agnes Pepwell was either a believer in some early, pre-Christian, religion or that she was a female healer being victimized by a maledominated, misogynist clerical or legal establishment” (89). Few feminists
would make these long-discredited claims. Again, we see the problem of
the broad audience, since some general readers might still think this, and
some trade books on witchcraft have continued to present this simplified
picture. Attempting to explain why a woman like Agnes Pepwell might
have confessed, Sharpe floats an argument that is as much indebted to
recent feminist work as it is a correction of older feminist work. He claims
that perhaps “given her long-standing reputation for being a witch, Pepwell felt that she had been cast in a role, and that the logic of her situation
persuaded her to play that role to the best of her ability” and that playing
this role granted her “a certain status, one that was risky but nonetheless
undeniable.” “She had taken the main elements of [witchcraft] beliefs, and
fashioned them into a personal witchcraft narrative. The supposed witch
had fully internalized popular contemporary notions of witchcraft” (88).
This argument—a role was thrust upon Agnes Pepwell, but, by colluding
in this casting, she also achieved a limited, and potentially costly, kind of
agency—is quite typical of feminist work on early modern women.
The ways in which Sharpe both sees and cannot analyze the operations
of gender is most evident in his discussion of Anne Gunter. Towards the
end of the book, Sharpe presents the claim that Anne fell in love while
awaiting her hearing before the Star Chamber as a kind of reward for her
sufferings: she may have found “a happy end to our story” (180); “if nothing else, Anne found love and possibly marriage in the course of her troubles” (186). But the evidence he presents suggests that Samuel Harsnett
may have entrapped Anne, encouraging an attachment between her and a
male servant in the house where she was lodged precisely in the hope of
breaking down her defenses and deceptions. Anne testified to the Star
Chamber that, before she left home, her father warned her against falling
in love “‘because that (as he said) might be a means to make her this deponent to disclose any secret though otherwise she had intended to have
kept them never so close’” (186). As Robert Johnson reports in his Historia Rerum Britannicarum (1655), this may have been just what happened. Johnson concludes his account of Anne’s love affair with a helpful
moral: “Thus was fraud laid bare and detected by the lack of self-control
in a woman” (187). This does not make falling in love seem like a happy
ending.
As in his discussion of Agnes Pepwell, Sharpe, like many another feminist, wants to find some space for Anne Gunter’s agency, to see her as
something more than the victim of bewitchment, or her father, or misogyny, or men’s manipulations in general. What, he wonders, might she have
had to gain from her impostures? Certainly, she was, in part, the instru-
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ment of her father’s rage and revenge. But the pretense also enabled her,
Sharpe argues, to get out and live a little. Sharpe concludes his discussion
of how Harsnett may have used a male servant to entrap a young woman
whom her contemporaries would have viewed as especially vulnerable to
seduction, with a perky reminder of her empowerment: “But Anne had
learned about falling in love, had confided in a king, and had danced
before the court: one senses that in many respects her experiences in that
autumn of 1605, in the course of her twenty-first year, were liberating
ones” (189). He repeats the same trio of proofs of her liberation a few
pages later, reminding us that hers is “a story that had concluded with her
meeting King James, falling in love and dancing before the court” (195).
Sharpe’s account does show that Anne might have had something to gain
from becoming a center of attention, and his emphasis on her agency
makes her a very memorable protagonist. But he also shows that the spectacle Anne became exposed her as irrational and then duplicitous, and,
throughout, exhibited her in highly sexualized ways. From this distance,
Anne’s position is of interest precisely because it might have empowered
and even liberated her in some ways, while traumatizing and threatening
her in others. That Anne disappears from the historical record—we don’t
know whether she marries, have no record of her death, and do not find
her unequivocally named in her father’s will—suggests to me that the verdict is still out on whatever empowerment Anne may have achieved and on
the long-term effects for an unmarried woman of having her body displayed, viewed, and discussed, and her word shown to be unreliable.
One of the most provocative revelations of Sharpe’s study is how
Brian Gunter turned to printed pamphlets to provide a script for his
daughter’s bewitchment. Anne Gunter testified that her father consulted
books about other bewitchment cases, such as The Most Strange and
Admirable Discoverie of the Three Witches of Warboys (London, 1593).
Anne testified that people brought her father these books so that “he
‘should see in what manner the parties named in those books were tormented & afflicted,’ and she testified that he did indeed ‘read & consider
them.’” Anne testified that her own fits were heavily influenced by the
descriptions in the pamphlet about the Warboys case (62, 135). Gunter
also seems to have gotten the idea of giving Anne a mixture of “sack and
sallet oil” which made her sick and supposedly provoked fits from Samuel
Harsnett’s Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (London, 1603). As
Sharpe points out, “It has long been suspected that trial pamphlets and
similar literature helped spread ideas on witchcraft, but such striking evidence of so direct a connection between a printed account of one case and
what happened in another is very rare” (8). This is, indeed, so rare that I
wish Sharpe had done more with it. Gunter’s use of print reveals not only
that “people ‘knew’ what happened in cases of demonic possession, and
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demoniacs ‘knew’ how to behave if they thought they were possessed” in
part because they read about it in books (141). It also provides yet more
evidence that representation and experience are very complexly interrelated. Reading shaped imaginative and practical possibilities, offered strategies for playing into and manipulating other people’s expectations,
provided scripts for conduct. Regrettably, Sharpe makes little or no reference to the considerable work done by literary critics on the very texts
Gunter read. I realize that I’m repeating the oft-made complaint that the
traffic between historians and literary critics tends to run one way. But
Sharpe might have learned something about how to talk about both
gender and representation from the work of literary critics, just as they
have much to gain from reading his work.
If detail is one of the great delights and contributions of this book, it
can also prove too much at times. Given how much the reader is expected
to absorb—the careers of every Oxford witness, the dysentery and gallstones that end the lives of various players in the case—I want a more
interesting payoff. “What is the affair’s broader significance?” Sharpe asks
on page 207 (of 212). In response to his own, rather belated question, he
returns to his unassailable central claim: thinking about witchcraft was
pretty complicated in early modern England. He does venture this provocative speculation: “it seems very likely that if Charles had not committed
that series of political miscalculations that led to the Civil Wars and all they
entailed, witch-trials, as well as intellectual and theological interest in
witchcraft, would have died out in England” (210). I would have liked far
more exploration of the implications of the Gunter case. In part because
Sharpe leads with his most dramatic evidence, Anne’s depositions before
the Star Chamber, and Anne disappears from the historical record after
this stunning performance, his story limps to a close with a description of
a visit to the Gunter’s village today. While I wish that Sharpe had risked
more arguments about the material he assembles here, I do find this material inherently important and compelling.

Frances E. Dolan
Miami University

